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Offshore oil drilling—an energy extraction process that removes petroleum from beneath the 
seabed—is a growing controversial issue worldwide and within the United States (Jones, 2018). 
This controversy manifests itself through the differences in public perceptions of offshore 
drilling among coastal states. Local media sources play an important role in identifying and 
reinforcing these perceptions. Existing research on state news media portrayal of oil and gas 
production suggests that factors such as political affiliation, geographical distance, and economic 
factors shape the perceptions that are portrayed through media. However, this body of literature 
has not specifically addressed the portrayal of offshore oil drilling in U.S. coastal states, despite 
offshore drilling’s influential role in the fossil fuel industry. This study employs an in-depth 
content analysis of newspaper articles from six different regional newspapers in California and 
Louisiana to explore how media portrayal of offshore oil drilling differs between the two states. 
A total of 67 articles were analyzed and examined for statements that related to the study’s 
categorical themes. The results showed that California newspapers were more likely to 
negatively represent offshore drilling through the discussion of its harm to the environment while 
Louisiana newspapers were more likely to negatively represent offshore drilling through the 
discussion of its economic benefits. Given the influence newspapers often have on public 
awareness and opinions, the inherent disparities between California and Louisiana newspapers 






Even though fossil fuels are proven to be one of the largest contributors to climate change, most 
of the world—including the United States—is still heavily dependent on them for electricity 
generation, transportation, and industry. Fossil fuel production has been proven to cause sea level 
rise, extreme weather events, and record setting temperatures (Karl & Trenberth, 2013). In an 
environmental era in which the United States is working to decarbonize transportation methods 
and create more energy-efficient technology, conventional energy production techniques such as 
offshore oil drilling continue to dominate the energy industry (Ye & Vine, 2018). Annually, the 
United States relies on petroleum for over a third of its energy consumption and consumes an 
average of 19.96 million barrels per day (U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2018). 
Offshore oil drilling—an energy extraction process that removes petroleum from beneath the 
seabed—poses immediate physical threats to the ocean including habitat degradation, water 
pollution, and harm to marine life and wildlife (Hannegan, 2009). 
 
Due to offshore oil drilling’s potential negative impacts on the ocean and climate, the merits of 
offshore drilling have become an ongoing controversial debate (Matthews & Hansen, 2018). 
Opponents to offshore drilling repeatedly point out its negative effects: harm to human health; 
harm to marine and wildlife (Moore & Dwyer, 1974); and water and air pollution, while 
proponents point out the revenue that offshore drilling creates and the need to reduce the United 
States’ dependence on foreign oil (Saad, 2011).  
 
State-wide opinions regarding offshore oil drilling differ between coastal states. While some 
states strongly support offshore drilling within their state waters, some strongly oppose it. These 




through the number of operating rigs a state has within its waters. Given that coastal states own 
the territory extending three nautical miles from their shores, each state has the jurisdiction to 
drill within that territory as it pleases (Vann, 2018). The ability of coastal states to drill within 
their nautical boundaries at their own discretion makes combatting climate change on a national 
level difficult. Even if a handful of states ban or reduce drilling within their waters, states that 
choose to drill will continue to contribute to climate change. Differences in opinions regarding 
offshore drilling between coastal states lead to disparities between state offshore drilling policies 
that ultimately influence the United States’ contribution to climate change. 
 
When coastal states decide whether or not, or to what extent they will engage in offshore drilling, 
it is important to consider the available information to the public regarding the topic. Public 
information can shape opinions and perceptions, and ultimately influence the way that the public 
thinks about offshore drilling (Matthews & Hansen, 2018). These perceptions can then determine 
the extent to which drilling will occur or if it will occur at all. Essentially, perceptions shaped by 
public information influence offshore drilling’s effect on the environment (Matthews & Hansen, 
2018).  
 
To understand why coastal states in the U.S. support or oppose offshore drilling along their 
coasts, this study explores the portrayal of offshore drilling in regional newspapers in both 
Louisiana and California. The study uses in-depth content analysis of local newspaper articles in 
California and Louisiana to identify differences in reporting that could explain opposition or 
support within each state. The study specifically analyzes a set of articles pertaining to offshore 
drilling from six highly circulated online newspapers in California and Louisiana—three from 





Although there are additional outlets that could be useful in identifying differences in public 
opinions of offshore oil drilling, online newspaper articles were used as the main subject of 
analysis in this study given the important role that news media plays in reporting environmental 
issues. In terms of reporting environmental issues, “local media are the most pervasive source” 
(McCallum et al., 1991). Local media sources and public perceptions are determinant of one 
another. Essentially, the public influences what/how the news reports and what/how the news 
reports influence the public. 
 
California and Louisiana were chosen for this study primarily based on their different policies 
regarding drilling within state waters. Since states have the discretion to drill within their 
territorial waters as granted by the Submerged Lands Act of 1953, they also have the ability to 
ban drilling within their waters (BOEM, 2019). In 1994 California passed a law that banned new 
offshore drilling within state waters (Rogers, 2018). In 2018, California passed two additional 
laws that banned the State Lands Commission from approving permits for new pipelines or other 
facilities within state waters that could be used to expand new oil and gas activity (Rogers, 
2018). The two laws were created to prevent the construction of new offshore drilling facilities in 
federal waters along California by making it difficult to bring any oil to shore. In regards to 
territorial waters, California policy has shown a staunch opposition to offshore oil drilling. 
 
In Louisiana the legislation regarding offshore drilling is extremely scarce. While the state does 
not have any laws that restrict offshore drilling development in state waters, it passed a piece of 
legislation in 2010 that urged the Secretary of the Interior to reduce the six-month moratorium on 




Louisiana’s lack of regulatory policy regarding offshore drilling in state and federal waters 
indicates that the state is generally supportive of offshore drilling.  
 
This study’s use of content analysis of regional newspapers in California and Louisiana helps us 
understand how reports on offshore drilling differ between the two states. Understanding how 
media sources report offshore oil drilling is essential for determining the social representations of 
offshore drilling present in both states (Evensen et al., 2013). Given that “Social representations 
are common sense understandings of complex, often scientific phenomena, generated in the 
public sphere and reliant on the history, culture, and social structure of the context in which they 
emerge” (Evensen et al., 2013), the identified social representations can help us draw 
conclusions on why each state supports or opposes offshore drilling.  
 
2. Literature Review  
Previous research suggests that media play an important role in the communication and portrayal 
of environmental issues. Many scholars argue that media representations are crucial in forming 
links between science and the way that people interact with their environments, and that people 
frequently turn to media to understand the complexities of environmental sciences (Boykoff, 
2009). Media is commonly used for information seeking, or the “individual approach to a media 
source in order to become familiar either with the general content or a specific message” (Atkin, 
1972). Existing literature stresses the importance of the news media in regard to environmental 
information seeking.  
 
Existing research that focuses on public perceptions of natural gas development between states 




development is that newspapers primarily discuss the economy or the environment (Ashmoore et 
al., 2016). Specifically, a study conducted by Ashmoore et al. (2016) used content analysis of six 
regional newspapers from Ohio, New York, and Pennsylvania to conclude that Ohio newspapers 
were more likely to discuss the economic impacts of hydraulic fracking while New York and 
Pennsylvania newspapers were more likely to discuss the environmental impacts of hydraulic 
fracking. A similar study that examined only Pennsylvania and New York newspaper portrayal 
of hydraulic fracking determined that the sources from both states equally discussed the negative 
environmental impacts associated with fracking, but that newspapers from Connecticut were 
more likely to discuss the positive economic impacts associated with hydraulic fracking. 
(Evenson et al.). The authors of the studies attribute these differences to a range of possibilities 
including differences in local public discourse, historical factors, and economic stability among 
the states (Ashmoore et al., 2016; Evenson et al., 2013).  
 
The findings of these studies have implications on the larger realm of media portrayal of energy 
extraction processes. The findings suggest that the difference in media portrayal of energy 
extraction in the United States may centralize around an “environment vs. energy” debate. They 
also suggest that the public perceptions of energy extraction that shape and reinforce the media 
are multi-faceted and cannot be explained by a single phenomenon.   
 
Various studies have examined how public perceptions of oil and gas development differ among 
groups and individuals in the United States. In a 2015 study on public perceptions of 
unconventional oil and gas development in the U.S., researchers found that the differences in 
public perceptions among correspondents were caused by political affiliations and individual 




evaluated public opposition and support for offshore oil drilling, researchers founds that 
historical factors and biophysical characteristics influence public perceptions (Freudenburg and 
Gramling, 1993). A separate study that examined perceptions of offshore oil drilling within 
California found that the fluctuating price of oil had the biggest influence on shaping public 
perceptions (Smith et al., 2010). The results of these studies reveal that a multitude of factors 
must be considered in regards to different perceptions of oil and gas development in the United 
States. Economic, regional, and social differences all shape the way that natural resource 
production is perceived by the public.     
 
This study will contribute to the existing literature by focusing on media representation of 
offshore oil drilling in California and Louisiana in order to identify how offshore drilling is 
perceived differently among coastal states. The results of this study are essential in determining 
why the debate on offshore drilling exists among coastal states and the implications that the 
debate has on the future of the ocean and the climate. Louisiana and California will represent 
both sides of the debate and can be used for future research on the polarization of offshore oil 
drilling in the United States. 
 
3. Research Methods 
This study examines how offshore oil drilling is portrayed by different newspapers in California 
and Louisiana through in-depth analysis of online news publications. Specifically, the data 
include online news articles that discuss offshore oil drilling drawn from three different news 
sources in each state—The Los Angeles Times, The Orange County Register, and San Jose 
Mercury News from California and The Times-Picayune, The Advocate, and News Star from 





Articles were identified through searching the term “offshore drilling” within the online archive 
database of each newspaper. In order to qualify for the study, each news source had to be ranked 
within the “top five” of highest daily circulated newspapers in its respective state (Agility, 2019). 
Rather than choosing the “top three” highest circulated newspapers in each state, newspapers 
were selected from the “top five” based on their political biases. Left-leaning, right-leaning, and 
neutral sources were chosen to represent each state in order to avoid creating a politically biased 
study. Hackett (1984) argues that “the political attitudes of journalists or editorial decision-
makers are a major determinant of news bias.” Since the data in this study was strictly derived 
from news sources, there will likely be some political biases in each of the newspapers. In order 
to avoid using data that is strictly based on either “liberal” or “conservative” ideologies, 
newspapers were chosen to represent liberal, conservative, and more neutral views in each state. 
Of the Louisiana sources, The News Star is left-leaning, the Times-Picayune is neutral, and The 
Advocate is right-leaning (Media Bias, 2019). Of the California sources, The Los Angeles Times 
is left-leaning, San Jose Mercury News in neutral, and The Orange County Register is right-
leaning (Media Bias, 2019) (Table 3.1). 
 












The Los Angeles Times San Jose Mercury News The Orange County Register 
 
 
Each news article was analyzed using content analysis, “a research technique for making 




(Krippendorff, 1980). Content analysis relies on the coding and categorizing of data (Stemler, 
2001) and can be useful in allowing researchers to distinguish the focus of individuals and social 
groups (Weber, 1990). In this study, content analysis was used to dissect and categorize articles 
based on the themes identified within their text. Each news article was read and statements 
relating to the following themes were identified and sorted accordingly: oil spills, tourism, local 
economy and job market, and fossil fuels. In this study, the units of analysis are the sentences 
pulled from news articles that discuss offshore oil drilling (Table 3.2).  
 
Table 3.2 Study sample and data. 
 
Sample: Date Restrictions: January 1, 2016 - January 1, 2019 
 Search Term: “Offshore drilling” 
 News Sources: The Los Angeles Times 
  The Orange County Register 
  San Jose Mercury News 
  The Advocate 
  The Times-Picayune 
  The News Star 
Data: Sentences related to specified themes: Oil spills 
  Tourism 
  Local economy & job market 




Themes were not developed prior to data collection, but were created as the data collection 
occurred. Similar sentences and ideas that were recurring in the articles were grouped together 
until overarching themes were clear throughout a majority of the news sources. General themes 
were developed in the initial stages of research and became more specific as data collection 
progressed.  
 




Louisiana and California were chosen for this study because of their various similarities and 
differences. First and foremost, as previously discussed, the states have very different policies on 
offshore drilling within their state waters. In addition, California and Louisiana currently have 
active offshore drilling rigs off of their coasts and both are part of the United States. In the 
context of this case, this is significant because both states are subject to impacted by the federal 
laws and regulations regarding offshore drilling. The most important of these laws is the Outer 
Continental Shelf Lands Act of 1953 (OCSLA) that granted the federal government “the 
submerged lands seaward of State jurisdiction…extending at least 200 nautical miles from the 
official U.S. coastline” (Vann, 2018). OSCLA gives the federal government the right to develop 
offshore drilling past the three nautical miles extending from any given state coastline, despite 
the state’s individual offshore drilling regulations.  
 
One of the most important reasons for choosing Louisiana and California for this study was that 
they have both experienced large-scale oil spills along their coasts in the past ten years. In 2010, 
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, the largest offshore oil spill in Unites States history, occurred in 
the Gulf of Mexico just miles from the Louisiana coastline (Pallardy, 2015). Five years later, the 
Refugio Oil Spill occurred off the coast of Santa Barbara in California, spilling over 100,000 
gallons into the Pacific (NOAA, 2015). Californians and Louisianans alike have recently been 
subject to the economic, environmental, and visual impacts of offshore oil spills. The two states 
share a similar history in regards to major offshore oil spills along their coastlines. 
 
Although Louisiana and California share a few similarities, their differences are what ultimately 
made them suitable for this study. California and Louisiana have opposing political ideologies 




for offshore drilling while California’s has persistently shown opposition. These differences are 





California is a strongly Democratic state. Currently, the governor, the lieutenant governor, both 
senators, and 46 of 53 congressmen/congresswomen in California are Democrats (Govtrack, 
2019). In 2018 the Public Policy Institute of California found that 44.4% of registered voters are 
Democrats while only 25.1% of registered voters are Republican. Geographically, there is a 
political divide between how residents from coastal areas and residents from inland areas vote. 
Rural, less populated areas of inland California have more residents voting Republican while  




California’s economy surpasses the economy of every other individual U.S. state. California’s 
$2.9 trillion economy represents 14% of the total United States economy (Forbes). Industries 
contributing most to California’s economy include finance and insurance (~$460,000); trade, 
transportation, and utilities (~$333,000); and professional and business (~$239,000) (California 
State Assembly, 2013). The natural resources and mining industry contributes ~$69,000 
(California State Assembly, 2013). According to Forbes (2018), California’s average household 
income is $70,396 and coastal cities such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego are the 






There are currently 23 offshore oil rigs operating off the coast of California—19 in federal 
waters and 4 in state waters. This accounts for only about a third of the total offshore agreements 
that were originally issued in the state. Prior to the 1969 Santa Barbara Oil Spill, the state had 
over 60 offshore oil and gas agreements combined in federal and state waters (CASLC, 2019). 
After the spill, the California State Lands Commission placed a lasting moratorium on all new 
offshore drilling in state waters (Mai-Duc, 2015). The spill also fueled an environmental 
movement in California that led to the creation of Earth Day, the signing of the National 
Environmental Policy Act by President Nixon, and the creation of multiple regulations on air and 
water pollution (Mai-Duc, 2015). The 1969 Santa Barbara oil spill heavily shaped local and state 





Louisiana is a historically Republican state with 58% of voters registered as Republican and 32% 
of voters registered as Democrat (Pew Research Center, 2014). Both of Louisiana’s acting 
senators are Republican as well as five of the six members of the House of Representatives that 
represent the state. The acting governor of Louisiana is a Democrat and the lieutenant governor 
is a Republican. Louisiana is also considered the fourth most religious state in the country with 
over 84% of adults identifying as Christian (Pew Research Center, 2014).  
 
Economics 
Louisiana’s GDP is currently ~$237,000 with a median income of just over $24,000 (US News, 




commercial fishing, and agriculture. The state is ranked as having the nation’s second-highest 
poverty rate and more than one in six Louisiana households are deemed “food insecure” by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (Deslatte, 2018).  
 
Oil drilling 
Louisiana has been a key player in oil and gas development in the United States. In 2016, 3.9% 
of the state’s GDP came from natural resource extraction alone and the state produced 
56,820,000 barrels of crude oil (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2016). In 2010, the Deepwater 
Horizon Oil Spill greatly influenced offshore drilling in Louisiana. After 11 rig workers were 
killed in the spill, the Obama administration put various new safety regulations into place. These 
regulations received extreme backlash from drilling companies in Louisiana who viewed the 
regulations as “burdensome to oil and gas production operators” (Davenport, 2018). Aside from 
the new regulations set forth by the federal government, no other regulations were created by the 
state regarding offshore drilling practices. The oil and gas industry in Louisiana has continuously 
been ranked as one of the country’s leading petroleum producers. 
 
4. Results 
Here we examine the public perceptions of offshore oil drilling, compared across all six 
newspapers. A total of 67 news articles were included in the analysis. Of these articles, 42 were 
from California news sources while 25 were from Louisiana news sources. In California, 19 
articles came from the Los Angeles Times (LA Times), 13 came from the Orange County 
Register (OC Register), and 10 came from San Jose Mercury News (San Jose Mercury) (Table 
4.1). In Louisiana, 12 articles came from The Advocate, 11 came from The Times-Picayune, and 




fossil fuels, and the economy—50 sentences were pulled from Los Angeles Times articles, 22 
sentences were pulled from Orange County Register articles, and 20 sentences were pulled from 
San Jose Mercury News articles. In addition, 23 sentences were pulled from The Advocate 
articles, 18 sentences were pulled from The Times-Picayune articles, and 2 sentences were 
pulled from News Star articles (Figure 4.2). Table 4.1 summarizes the breakdown of articles by 
news source, the total number of sentences coded for the content analysis, and the coding of 
these sentences according to the four themes, oil spills, tourism, fossil fuels, and the economy. 
  
 
 Figure 4.1 Number of articles from each newspaper.            Figure 4.2 Number of sentences from each newspaper. 
 





















LA Times 19 50 19 10 6 1 
OC Register 13 22 7 6 7 0 
San Jose Mercury 10 20 10 4 0 0 
LA 
Advocate 12 23 0 0 0 12 
Times-Picayune 11 18 6 0 2 7 




The results of this study are summarized in the following four themes: 
 
 

































The California news articles analyzed within this study consistently referenced oil spills. 
Specifically, the articles frequently discussed the damage that the California coast faced 
following the Santa Barbara Oil Spill in 1969 and the Refugio Oil Spill in 2015. Of the 42 
California news articles analyzed in the study, 36 contained sentences that referenced either the 
Santa Barbara spill of 1969, the Refugio spill of 2015, or the potential for oil spills in general. In 
total, there were 53 sentences that discussed oil spills from the three California news sources 
combined. Of the 25 Louisiana articles analyzed within the study, only six discussed oil spills, 
five of which referenced the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill. A much larger portion of California 
articles discussed past oil spills or the potential for future oil spills. Roughly 86% of California 
articles referenced oil spills while only roughly 24% of Louisiana articles referenced oil spills. 
Overall, news articles published in California newspapers discussed oil spills in relation to 
offshore drilling more than those published in Louisiana newspapers. 
 
Theme 2. Tourism  
The idea that Californians are concerned with the negative impacts that offshore drilling may 
have on the state’s coastal tourism industry was reoccurring throughout the articles. Of the 42 
California articles analyzed in the study, 20 articles discussed the relationship between offshore 
oil drilling and California’s tourism industry. Specifically, the articles expressed concern over 
the potential for offshore drilling to drive away tourists and decrease the states’ GDP. In 
comparison, not a single Louisiana article discussed oil drilling in relation to the state’s tourism 
industry 
 




Articles from the California newspapers repeatedly discussed climate change and fossil fuels in 
relation to offshore oil drilling. Of the 42 California articles analyzed in the study, 13 discussed 
offshore drilling’s contribution to fossil fuel usage and 4 discussed offshore drilling’s 
contribution to climate change. The articles relayed the reoccurring idea that offshore oil drilling 
strays away from California’s commitments to reduce fossil fuel usage and mitigate climate 
change. Of the Louisiana news sources, two articles contained sentences that discussed fossil 
fuel usage while one of the articles discussed climate change. Within these two articles there 
were three sentences that discussed either climate change or fossil fuels.  
 
Theme 4. Local economy and job market 
A majority of the Louisiana articles discussed offshore oil drilling in relation to the state’s 
economy. Specifically, the articles discussed the revenue that offshore drilling brings to the state 
and the number of jobs that the oil industry provides. Of the 25 articles analyzed from Louisiana 
news sources, ten discussed drilling in relation to state revenue and 16 discussed drilling in 
relation to local job availability. Overall, there were 33 separate sentences throughout the three 
Louisiana news sources that discussed the state’s economy or job market. Of the three California 
news sources, only one sentence within one article discussed the relationship between offshore 
oil drilling and the potential for local job creation in California, while none of the articles 
discussed the local economy. 
 
5. Discussion 
The results of this study confirm that there are distinct differences in the portrayal of offshore oil 
drilling between Louisiana and California newspapers. Specifically, when discussing offshore oil 




fuels than Louisiana newspapers were. In comparison, Louisiana newspapers were more likely to 
discuss the state’s economy and local job market than California newspapers were. The 
hypothesized reasons for these differences are discussed below. 
 
5.1 Oil Spills 
Despite the fact that both California and Louisiana have experienced serious oil spills along their 
coasts, California news sources were far more likely to discuss oil spills in relation to offshore 
drilling than Louisiana news sources were. The imbalance in references to oil spills might be 
explained through a number of reasons: the California coast is more accessible than the 
Louisiana coast, California offers more coastal recreation than Louisiana, and more Californians 
live in close proximity to the coast than Louisianans do. 
 
Coastal accessibility & proximity to coastline 
There is a notable difference in the number of people who live close to the coasts of both 
California and Louisiana. In 2008, researchers found that 68.5% of California’s population was 
living within coastal counties and that Californians were eager to live as close to the coast as 
possible (Wilson et al, 2010). Contrarily, in 2008 the United States Census Bureau found that 
only 32.3% of Louisiana’s population was living in coastal counties (Wilson et al, 2010). The 
36.3% difference in people living close to the coasts of California and Louisiana can be 
explained by the number of accessible roads that reach each coastline. Throughout the entire 
state of Louisiana, only 12.26% of the coastline is accessible by roads while in California 90% 
of the coastline is accessible by roads (Freudenburg et al., 1993). Many studies have 
hypothesized that how close an individual lives to the coast and their accessibility to the coast 




study, those who live closer to the coast (Californians) were more likely to be concerned with 
offshore drilling and the potential for oil spills than those who live farther from the coast 
(Louisianans).  
 
Beach visitation and coastal recreation  
California’s coastline stretches 840 miles long while Louisiana’s barely extends 400 miles 
(Beaver, 2006). The California coast provides various opportunities for recreational activities 
including swimming, snorkeling, paddle boarding, surfing, and scuba diving. Given the wide 
range of recreational activities that the California coast offers, Californians are frequently 
inclined to visit the coast. Dissimilarly, the coast of Louisiana is lined with a thick band of salt 
marsh. The salt marsh limits many coastal recreational activities and discourages Louisianans 
from frequently visiting the coast (Freudenburg et al., 1993). In comparison, California has over 
850 beach access sites while Louisiana has only 22 (Beachapedia). In a 2004 study, Wolch and 
Zhang focused on the relationship between beach-going behavior and attitudes towards the 
environment. One of the most prominent findings of the study was that more frequent beach-
goers were more likely to be biocentric and more drawn to the idea of direct contact with 
undisturbed and natural wildlife (Wolch and Zhang, 2004). The results of the 2004 study provide 
substantial evidence that those who participate in recreational activities along the coast will be 
more likely to be concerned with the environmental protection of the coast from oil drilling. 
Since Californians visit the coast more frequently than Louisianans, Californians are more likely 
to be concerned with and discuss the possibility of oil spills in relation to offshore oil drilling.  
 





There was a large difference between the number of times California articles referenced state 
tourism compared to the number of times Louisiana articles referenced state tourism. The articles 
from California newspapers frequently focused on the idea that oil drilling is a threat to the 
state’s coastal tourism industry and discussed the annual revenue generated by the industry. 
Three of the articles stated that California makes over $20 billion per year from its tourism 
industry and one article stated that more than $2 trillion of California’s $2.35 trillion GDP comes 
from coastal communities. Out of the 25 separate newspaper articles analyzed from Louisiana in 





Annually, California generates a much larger sum of revenue from tourism than Louisiana does. 
In 2016, tourism in Louisiana generated $9.9 billion in state GDP—roughly 4.1% of Louisiana’s 
total economy (Louisiana Department of Culture, Recreation, and Tourism, 2017). In 
comparison, California made $74.9 billion in state GDP from tourism in 2017 (Dean Runyan 
Associates, 2017). Essentially, California makes over seven times the amount of GDP from 
tourism that Louisiana does in a given year. Since California relies on tourism as one of its 
largest sources of revenue, Californians will most likely be more inclined to ensure that their 
tourism industry is not at risk. This means that Californians will be more likely to oppose 
offshore drilling due to its potential threats to the visual and physical quality of the coast. 
 
5.3 Disparities in referencing fossil fuels 
 
The articles presented in California newspapers were more likely to write from an environmental 




discussed the fossil fuel industry in a negative light while the Louisiana articles did not mention 
the fossil fuel industry at all. The California articles mentioned the phrase “climate change” four 
times more frequently than the Louisiana articles did and a majority of the articles stated that 
California should be moving away from oil drilling and fossil fuels in general. For example, 
three articles referred to fossil fuels as “dirty energy” while five articles suggested that California 
focuses on “clean energy” instead of fossil fuels. In total, only two Louisiana articles mentioned 




The limited of reporting on fossil fuels and climate change in relation to offshore drilling in 
Louisiana’s newspapers might be attributed to the state’s overall lack of environmental 
consciousness as demonstrated by a 2018 study that determined the “greenness” of the each of 
the 50 states. On a scale ranked 1-50 with 1 being the “greenest,” Louisiana ranked 49th in terms 
of both “eco-friendly behaviors’ and ‘climate change contributions” (Kiernan, 2018). On the 
same scale, California ranked third in terms of “eco-friendly behaviors” and fourth in terms of 
“climate change contributions” (Kiernan, 2018). Louisiana ranked as one of the top ten “least-
green” states (Kiernan, 2018). In a similar study conducted in 2017, Louisiana had “the lowest 
percentage of energy consumption for renewable sources and highest energy consumption per 
capita” (Manrodt, 2017). The same study ranked California third in terms of lowest energy 
consumption per capita. Louisiana’s lower ranking in environmental consciousness regarding 
eco-friendly behaviors, climate change contributions, and renewable energy consumption than 
California may explain why the Louisiana newspapers reviewed gave less attention to 





5.4 Disparities in referencing the local economy and local job market 
 
There was a prominent difference between the number of times that Louisiana and California 
newspapers referenced the local economy and local job market when discussing oil spills. 
Overall, 21 Louisiana articles either discussed the amount of money that offshore drilling 
provides for the state’s economy or the number of local jobs that the offshore drilling industry 
creates in Louisiana. A majority of these articles stated that expanding offshore drilling could 
create anywhere between 35,000 and 40,000 jobs in Louisiana alone.  
 
Economic oil dependence 
 
Understanding how the offshore oil industry has historically influenced each state’s economy is 
essential for understanding differences in opinions of offshore oil drilling. Generally, a state that 
relies heavily on the oil industry to generate revenue and create jobs, such as Louisiana, will 
perceive offshore drilling as less detrimental than a state that has a relatively miniscule economic 
connection to the oil industry. Many scholars argue that an individual’s opinion of oil drilling 
depends on their state’s economic reliance on oil (Freudenburg & Gramling, 1993). As explained 
by Freudenburg and Gramling, “the greater the potential for economic activity, the less the 
expected resistance to that activity.” This concept can be applied to Louisiana’s strong economic 
dependency on the oil industry. Historically, the state is known for partnering with industries to 
develop offshore energy resources that help create thousands of high paying jobs for state 
residents. In 2014, oil and gas production in Louisiana employed 260,000 people, paying them 
an average of $96,500 annually (Scott, 2014). In comparison, in 2015 oil and gas production in 
California employed about 368,000 people (Oil & Gas 360, 2017). Although California 









This study examined the coverage of offshore oil drilling in newspapers in Louisiana and 
California and asked how media portrayal of offshore drilling differs between California and 
Louisiana. Online news articles were used as data given the role that media plays in shaping and 
reinforcing controversial environmental issues (Matthews & Hansen, 2018). Determining the 
factors that shape these public perceptions helps us better understand both sides of the national 
debate on offshore oil drilling. Examining perceptions that shape the offshore oil debate is 
essential given the impacts that offshore oil production has on the environment and the climate. 
By understanding how and why the public chooses to support or oppose offshore oil drilling, we 
gain insight on the future of fossil fuel production in the United States.  
 
The findings showed that Louisiana newspapers were more likely to positively represent offshore 
drilling through the discussion of its potential to create local jobs and fuel the state’s economy. 
We then analyzed the potential factors that most likely influence this positive representation. 
Potential reasons for Louisiana’s support of offshore drilling include the strong presence of the 
oil and gas industry within the state and Louisiana’s oil-dependent economy. The tendency for 
Louisiana articles to positively represent offshore oil drilling centralizes around the economic 
benefits that the state receives from offshore drilling.  
 
The findings of this study also showed that California newspapers were more likely to negatively 




industry. The study then discussed the potential factors that most likely shape these negative 
representations. The study hypothesized that California newspapers discussed oil spills given the 
high level of beach visitation and recreation in the state, and the large number of residents that 
live within close proximity to the coastline. The most prominent potential reason for the 
discussion of tourism in California articles was California’s economic dependence on the tourism 
industry—specifically along the coast. We attributed the likeliness of California articles to 
discuss the fossil fuel industry to the state’s overall sense of environmental consciousness and 
attentiveness to climate change contribution.  
 
The findings of this study suggest that the differences in media portrayal of offshore drilling are 
the result of social and economic disparities among two coastal states. The study concludes that 
the public perceptions of offshore drilling are multifaceted and are not caused by a single factor. 
The polarization of public opinions of offshore oil drilling in Louisiana and California illustrate 
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